Respondent Number: 531 (AGMA)

Matter 3B

Retail

3B (i)
1.
The list of centres identified in policy W5 is consistent with that identified by White Young Green in their Town Centre Assessment Study
. It is however important to recognise that the list of centres is a reflection of the level at which they are currently operating. 

2.
Policy W5 importantly recognises that development in other centres will also be encouraged. However, paragraph 8.20 defines ‘other centres’ as those identified within the Settlement Hierarchy presented in table 7.1. The hierarchy presented in this table is not comprehensive, failing to acknowledge a number of centres across the region, most notably smaller centres within urban areas. The policy therefore places an inappropriate restriction on retail development within these unidentified centres. AGMA’s comments in respect of Matter 2c are therefore also important in the consideration of this policy.

3B (ii)
3.
Notwithstanding the comments in relation to Matter 3Bi above, it is considered that policy W5 provides an appropriate hierarchy at the regional level. 

4.
The policy identifies a network of centres of regional and sub-regional importance, within which major retail growth will be encouraged, whilst permitting development in other centres to meet local needs. 

5.
Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) are therefore given a clear steer as to those centres that should be given the highest level of prioritisation through local development frameworks, whilst allowing the flexibility to identify local hierarchies of centres in line with Planning Policy Statement 6 (paragraph 2.15)
. It further allows for the coordination and promotion of such centres, and others within individual districts, within the context of local strategies and detailed assessments of provision, need and capacity. 

3B (iii) 
6.
AGMA is concerned both about the retail floorspace requirements in table 8.4 and their application through Policy W5 and the RSS Implementation Plan. 

7.
The White Young Green Town Centre Assessment raises a number of issues in respect of the completeness (or realism) of its findings. The preface to the study describes that “there may be certain inaccuracies as the resources available have not enabled all information to be scrutinised in detail”. It goes on to describe that, “the methodology adopted reflects both the need to inform policy at this level and the resources that were available to achieve this”. Such comments allude to a limitation of resources to undertake a comprehensive assessment, and therefore raise concerns regarding the ‘realism’ of the requirements identified. 

8.
Notwithstanding, whilst the policy itself does not specifically interpret or refer to figures in table 8.4, paragraph 8.22 beneath describes that they are to be used as indicative requirements and are intended to provide a benchmark for need assessments which LPAs will have to prepare in line with PPS6. Such an approach would seem to be consistent with the recommendations of White Young Green, who are clear that “it is important to treat the information as a guide (at the regional and sub-regional level) rather than setting exact limits or parameters for future growth” (preface to WYG Study). They go on to describe that “there needs to be caution in interpreting [their] results, as [they] are based on regionally consistent assumptions, more robust figures are best achieved at the local level by respective local planning authorities, which will have regard to local circumstances” (paragraph 7.97).

9.
However, paragraph 8.22 of RSS goes on to state that the figures “will be used as a benchmark figure for the purposes of the Annual Monitoring Report”. The Implementation Plan confirms, at paragraph A3.9, that as part of their own needs assessments, LPAs must monitor the scale of retail development permitted, to ensure that the level of commitments is commensurate, and does not exceed, the overall anticipated requirement for additional floorspace”. If this refers to the ‘anticipated requirement’ identified in RSS, it would seem that, whilst they are identified as ‘indicative’, LPAs may still be required to restrict future development to the quantum identified, even if local assessments indicate a greater need. This would clearly be contrary to the recommendations of WYG in respect of the application of their findings. If, on the other hand, it refers to requirements identified at the local level, then further clarification is needed.
� White Young Green for the North West Regional Assembly (June 2005) Town Centre Assessment Study (submitted as a Core Document by the NWRA) 


� Core Document - PP6a.
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